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Abstract 
Debates over the extent of graphic imagery of death in newspapers often suffer from 
generalized assertions that are based on inadequate or incomplete empirical evidence. 
Newspapers are believed to display death in very graphic ways, with particularly the tabloid 
press assumedly leading a race to the bottom. This paper reports the results of a study of 
tabloid and broadsheet images of death from the 2010 Haiti earthquake in eight Western 
European and North American newspapers. It shows that, far from omnipresent, graphic 
images of death are relatively rare. While tabloids overall display a larger percentage of 
graphic images, this was not the case everywhere, with particularly Britain, Canada and the 
US displaying strong similarities between tabloids and broadsheets. In Austria, Germany, 
Norway and Switzerland, on the other hand, there were distinct differences between the two 
types. The paper argues that different extents of tabloidization may account for these 
differences. 
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Introduction 
News coverage of death and dying has found increased attention in academic research in 
recent years. While much emphasis was originally on written content, the focus has shifted to 
visual representations. Such studies have mainly been concerned with whether death is 
present in newspaper images, contradicting popular expectations that death is omnipresent 
(Fahmy and Kim, 2008; Keith, Schwalbe and Silcock, 2006; Taylor, 1998). Yet, these 
scholars have often only examined the presence or absence of death in news imagery, rather 
than further scrutinizing the types of death shown. We therefore know little about whether 
death is displayed in sanitized ways – for example in the form of a coffin – or in all its gory 
detail.  
This is important because such images can tell us much about a culture’s attitudes to 
the end of life (Hanusch, 2010). In an increasingly visual world, the images news media 
choose to display become a crucial site for the battle over representations. Visualized death 
has fascinated researchers for some time, and Barthes (1981: 78-9) has argued that a 
photograph of corpses can be particularly horrible because ‘it certifies, so to speak, that the 
corpse is alive, as corpse: it is the living image of a dead thing’ (emphasis in original). 
Fishman (2003: 67) notes that images of the dead ‘constitute largely dangerous spectacles 
that can injure onlookers, emotionally and physically’ – a reason why they are so hotly 
debated in ethical terms (Keith et al., 2006). Such debates often centre on whether graphic 
images can arouse compassion, pity or compassion fatigue (Chouliaraki, 2006; Moeller, 
1999; Sontag, 2003). 
A particularly important consideration in this respect is how the tabloid and 
broadsheet press deal with such imagery. The visual has played a crucial role ever since the 
establishment of the yellow press, and early examples showed heavily sensationalized 
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accounts and images of death in British and US tabloids (Hanusch, 2010), leading to a 
general perception that tabloids, by focussing on emotion, are more sensationalist when it 
comes to human suffering. Yet, in the context of tabloidization, sensationalized imagery is 
believed to take hold even in broadsheets – what Sparks (2000: 1) calls a widespread 
sentiment that ‘the high standards of yesterday are being undermined by sensationalism, 
prurience, triviality, malice and plain, simple credulity’. 
This study examines tabloid and broadsheet newspapers’ visualization of death in the 
2010 Haiti earthquake across eight Western European and North American countries. By 
focussing on the types of published death images, the paper focusses on the extent to which 
these newspapers may be covering death in sensationalist ways. 
 
Visual coverage of death in the news 
Photographic representations have become an important field for scholarly research to 
address in the ‘visual age’ (Zelizer, 1995), in particular the ways in which news images play 
an ideological role ‘as expressions of a collective historical consciousness’ (Tomanić 
Trivundža, 2004). Scholars concerned specifically with media coverage of human suffering 
have been interested in the ways in which natural disasters and wars are represented visually 
in the news (see, for example, Adams, 1986; Moeller, 1999; Taylor, 1998). While some have 
argued that such news imagery is increasingly graphic and leads to compassion fatigue 
(Carruthers, 2000; Moeller, 1999; Neuman, 1996; Sontag, 2003), others point to the relative 
scarcity of gruesome images, as ‘photo editors of newspapers tend to select photographs for 
publication that hide rather than transcribe the body’ (Fishman, 2003: 55; see also Taylor, 
1998). Numerous studies have found a low level of death images in Western newspapers, 
with percentages ranging between 2 and 8 percent of all news images, and a relative absence 
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of blood in such images (Aday, 2005; Fahmy and Kim, 2008; Hanusch, 2008; Roth et al., 
2008; Silcock et al., 2008; Singletary and Lamb, 1984).  
Photo editors generally do not make decisions about graphic coverage lightly. 
Staudt’s (2009: 161) analysis of Time magazine’s coverage of people jumping from the 
World Trade Center towers on 11 September 2001 notes that editors ‘deliberately and on 
principle chose to avoid pictures of fatalities’ in special issues published about the events on 
that day. Issues of taste and decency (for example the ‘breakfast test’) play an enormous role 
in such decisions (see Hanusch, 2010: 72-6). Yet, ethical guidelines are imprecise and leave 
much room for individual decisions: ‘Few, if any, written policies govern photo selection, but 
there is an active folklore on what unwritten rules may be at work’ (O’Brien, 1993: 83). 
Newsroom debates centre mainly on possible reader responses, privacy of the victims and 
whether the photographs could adequately communicate the story (Kratzer and Kratzer, 
2003). In 1993, most South African newspapers shied away from showing the face of the 
assassinated ANC activist Chris Hani arguing that ‘the face was just too gruesome to bear’ 
(O’Dowd, 1996: 3). 
At times newspapers may choose graphic images in the belief that readers need to be 
exposed to the gruesome reality of an event. Kratzer and Kratzer (2003: 46) note that on 9/11 
‘many editors believed that readers needed to be exposed to the disturbing images in order to 
fully comprehend the story of the day’. In the case of Chris Hani, South African newspaper 
City Press published a large photo of his face and surrounding blood, because the editor 
believed that ‘we needed to shock the nation a bit and deliver the story to them as blatantly, 
as raw, as it was, and this was the best we could do’ (cited in O’Dowd, 1996: 3).  
 
Tabloid journalism and images of death 
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Before reviewing the literature on graphic imagery and tabloids, it is important to define 
‘tabloid’. Here the term refers to content and form rather than publication size – the way a 
newspaper addresses its readers1. Ever since Lord Northcliffe established the Daily Mail have 
tabloid newspapers (or the ‘popular’ press) addressed their readers predominantly as 
consumers, with a focus on human interest stories, sensation and scandal. Broadsheet 
newspapers (also called ‘quality’ or ‘elite’), meanwhile, are those that address their readers as 
citizens, and proclaim themselves to be ‘newspapers of record’, typically following public 
interest ideals and aiming to educate readers. This papers definition of broadsheet thus falls 
within Sparks’ (2000: 14-15) definitions of the ‘serious press’ (those fitting the Journal of 
Record category) and the ‘semi-serious press’ (those with content similar to the serious press, 
but increasing amount of soft news, features and visual elements). Tabloids are those 
identified by Sparks as the ‘serious-popular press’ (papers with a strong visual focus 
containing a lot of scandal, sports and entertainment but still similar news values to the 
serious press) and the ‘news stand tabloid press’ (which have a strong agenda on scandal, 
sports and entertainment, while showing some elements of serious news values).  
Tabloid journalism is often seen as the degraded opposite of an idealized quality 
press, on the basis that it ‘allegedly panders to the lowest common denominator of public 
taste, it simplifies, it personalizes, it thrives on sensation and scandal’ (Örnebring and 
Jönsson, 2004: 283). Such criticism has existed since the late 19th century with the emergence 
of the yellow press, though more recently scholars have attempted to engage with the 
phenomenon more constructively, accepting that tabloids can open up the news to new 
audiences (see, Sparks & Tulloch, 2000; Gans, 2009). 
Of particular concern has been the degree of tabloidization, which refers to the 
observation that, due to commercial pressure, broadsheets’ news values increasingly resemble 
those of the tabloid press (Bromley, 1998). Hence, broadsheets have ‘increased the amount of 
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visual material, shortened [their] articles, and shifted the balance of editorial copy away from 
hard news reporting toward soft news, features, and columns’ (Sparks, 2000: 7). Yet, use of 
the term ‘tabloidization’ is often diffuse (Esser, 1999), debates centre mainly on the 
experiences in Britain and the US and some even believe the term is of little value and 
distracts from journalism’s real problems (Bird, 2009). Comparative studies demonstrate that 
the extent of tabloidization depends largely on the national media system. Esser’s (1999) 
analysis of the phenomenon in Britain, Germany and the US demonstrates significant 
differences, with Germany much less tabloidized than the other two countries. He argues that 
‘journalists’ values, media cultures as well as economic and legal conditions are responsible 
for the degree of “tabloidization” in a given country’ (Esser, 1999: 291). Nevertheless, 
Weibull and Nilsson (2010) believe there is an ongoing process of tabloidization in the 
European press more generally, with distinctions between tabloid and quality newspapers 
becoming increasingly blurred.  
Tabloidization is therefore important when discussing graphic images of human 
suffering in the press. Close-up depictions of the dead are often regarded as sensationalized, 
degrading images and are therefore seen as the domain of tabloid journalism, with tabloids’ 
long association with the visual prompting Becker (2003: 293) to critique the view that 
‘tabloid equals sensationalism equals photojournalism’. Becker (2003: 294) argues ‘it was in 
the tabloid press of the 1920s that large sensational photographs first appeared, with violence, 
sex, accidents and society scandals as the major themes’. This was intensified by salacious 
and morbid photographs such as in the 1928 execution of Ruth Snyder, who had been 
sentenced to death for the murder of her husband. Ramey (2004) reports the case against her 
was so full of salacious revelations that the tabloid press had covered every detail, and – 
following the execution – the Daily News published a full front page photograph of Snyder at 
Sensationalizing death?      7 
 
the exact moment of death, under the headline ‘DEAD!’ in large letters. Such examples have 
arguably formed public perceptions of tabloids’ visual coverage of death.  
Even in modern times, death is a popular topic in British tabloids, featuring in 41.5 
percent of front pages (Pickering et al., 1997). Meech’s (1992) analysis of Scottish tabloid 
Daily Record found 34 of 92 front page stories were explicitly linked with death, 20 of those 
as the lead story. Such accounts fit well with the stereotype that tabloids are necessarily more 
sensationalist and gruesome in their coverage of death, which is also reflected in US 
broadsheet journalists’ views of tabloid coverage (Fishman, 2001: 147-51). However, Meech 
(1992: 14) also noted that British tabloids were more careful to actually display death 
visually, pointing to an ‘established taboo in the British tabloid press on harrowing 
photographs of the dead and dying that accounts for their relatively rare appearance’.  
How tabloids compare to broadsheets specifically in this respect has been rarely 
explored. One of the few exceptions is Fishman’s (2001) study of US tabloids and 
broadsheets, which found that, contrary to popular expectations, tabloids like the 
Philadelphia Daily News and the New York Post showed an average of 2.05 corpse photos 
per month, while broadsheets like the New York Times and Washington Post published an 
average of 3.5 images. Tabloids shied particularly away from displaying foreign deaths, 
while the broadsheets showed them in detail, leading Fishman (2001: v) to note that ‘while 
“tabloid” or “sensational” influences are commonly blamed for increasingly saturating the 
press with images of blood and gore, the less respected papers have continued to shun such 
sights’. This challenges the notion that tabloids are invariably more gruesome in their 
coverage. Yet, as the study was based on US coverage only, further comparative research is 
needed which could better inform our understanding of news representations of death and 
examine some of the factors involved across cultures (Hanusch, 2010: 168-70). As Taylor 
(1998: 79) argues, ‘displays of the body in the press are a matter of changing custom. At 
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different times the tendency may be towards seeing more of the body or towards restraint.’ 
Some events may produce more graphic shots than others and newspapers’ own internal 
guidelines may also differ, even within countries. Thus, this study examines death imagery in 
tabloids and broadsheets from eight countries in North America and Western Europe, 
providing not only a cross-national perspective, but, crucially, a within-nations view. 
 
Methodology 
As has been demonstrated, tabloid and broadsheet news coverage of death has rarely been 
examined empirically. For this reason, the following research questions were developed: 
 
RQ1: What are the differences or similarities in newspaper images of death in 
Western European and North American countries? 
RQ2: What are the differences or similarities in the tabloid and broadsheet coverage 
of such images? 
 
The research questions were examined in the context of the 2010 Haiti earthquake. 
Because the earthquake – which struck the Haitian capital of Port-au-Prince on 12 January 
2010 resulting in more than 230,000 deaths (McElroy, 2011) – generated ample news 
coverage across the entire world, it provided a good basis for analysis. Countless photographs 
depicting the human toll were available to newspapers, and it can safely be assumed that, at 
least in Western Europe and North America, all large newspapers had access to a wide 
variety of graphic imagery. Newspapers were chosen from eight countries in Western Europe 
and North America, as death attitudes are broadly similar across these countries (Howarth, 
2007), yet they exhibit some differences in their media systems that make comparisons 
meaningful. While there is a considerable amount of research on tabloidization in many of 
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these countries, rarely has the visual coverage of death in these countries been examined 
within this context. 
To provide a reasonably representative sample, two tabloids and two broadsheets 
were chosen from each country2: Austria (Die Presse, Der Standard, Kronenzeitung, 
Österreich); Belgium (De Standaard, De Morgen, Het Laatste Nieuws, Het Nieuwsblad); 
Canada (The Globe and Mail, Toronto Star, Toronto Sun, The Province); Germany 
(Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, Süddeutsche Zeitung, Bild, Express); Norway (Aftenposten, 
Bergens Tidende, Verdens Gang, Dagbladet); Switzerland (Neue Zürcher Zeitung, 
Tagesanzeiger, Blick, 20 Minuten); United Kingdom (The Guardian, Daily Telegraph, Daily 
Mail, Daily Mirror); United States (New York Times, Washington Post, New York Daily 
News, New York Post). For Belgium, Canada, and Switzerland, a conscious decision was 
made to select newspapers from the language group which accounted for the largest 
newspaper circulation in each country, ensuring internal consistency of the data. Hence, 
Dutch-language newspapers were chosen in Belgium, English-language ones in Canada, and 
German-language ones in Switzerland.  
The selected countries represent two of Hallin and Mancini’s (2004) media models. 
Britain, Canada and the US are from the Liberal Model, while Austria, Belgium, Germany, 
Norway and Switzerland fit the Democratic Corporatist model. No countries from the 
Polarized Pluralist model were included, as ‘tabloid or sensationalist popular papers are 
virtually absent in the Mediterranean region’ (Hallin and Mancini, 2004: 97). Esser (1999) 
has found that tabloidization depends on a country’s media system, and Hallin and Mancini’s 
framework is useful here as it addresses the issue of media commercialisation. They argue 
that the press in Liberal countries tends to be more commercialized than in Democratic 
Corporatist countries, which would arguably relate to a more sensationalist coverage of death 
in the Liberal system. Within countries, the quality newspapers represent the leading agenda-
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setting titles, providing a balance between left- and right-leaning titles where possible. 
Tabloid newspapers were chosen based on their circulation. 
The timeframe for analysis was 13-21 January 2010 to ensure that news images would 
include the immediate aftermath of the 12 January earthquake, as well as the violent scenes of 
looting that began a few days later. Newspapers were accessed almost entirely digitally 
through exact reproductions (in Adobe Portable Document Format) of the print edition, 
downloaded from online databases or directly from newspaper websites. Some titles from 
Germany and Austria were accessed in hardcopy. To account for publication size, which 
differed greatly between the various newspapers, image size was measured as a percentage of 
page size.  
All news photographs relating to the Haiti earthquake were examined, and in order to 
select those depicting death, image captions were taken into account when it was not 
immediately clear whether a person in a photograph was dead or not3. To ascertain the extent 
to which images displayed death, a 5-step Graphic Image Content Scale was developed which 
categorizes images as ranging from death that is hidden to death presented upfront and in 
gruesome detail. The scale was arrived at following an initial qualitative description of each 
image by two coders and subsequent analysis to determine categories. The development of 
categories was guided by previous research in the field (Griffin and Lee, 1995; Hanusch, 
2008; Zelizer, 2010). This sliding scale thus accounts for increasing degrees of 
sensationalism in the coverage of death. The five categories are explained in the following: 
 
 Implied death: This includes images which do not show any actual bodies, but rather 
covered bodies, coffins or body bags. This category somewhat relates to Zelizer’s 
(2010) category of ‘presumed death’, i.e. photographs which suggest that someone 
has died but show little physical evidence of it – with the exception here that images 
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had to show a specific indication of death, rather than just destruction. Coffins and 
body bags have also often been the subject of analysis in previous studies of death 
(for example, Hanusch, 2008; Silcock et al., 2008) 
 Fractional death: Here, only body parts of dead people are shown. This can include a 
hand hanging out of rubble, or a sheet from which a foot protrudes. A second type of 
image shows a blurred mass of bodies from a distance. Such images do not merely 
suggest someone has died, but rather show evidence, albeit partially, while avoiding 
an explicit confrontation with death – somewhat akin to Zelizer’s (2010) trope of 
‘possible death’, although her discussion centres on images of people about to die, 
rather than already dead. Fractional and implied deaths thus hide more than they 
show, and both are characteristic of the majority of photographs in Western 
newspapers (Hanusch, 2010). 
 Masked death: Images here generally display the bodies of the deceased, but avoid 
showing their faces. For example, some victims lie face down or with their faces 
otherwise obscured. 
 Unveiled death: This category moves one step up in terms of explicitness. Now, 
photographs do not only depict the bodies of the dead, they also show their faces – an 
issue discussed in previous research on visual coverage of death (O’Dowd, 1996; 
Roth et al., 2008) as well as journalistic guidelines (BBC, 2005: 54). Unveiled and 
masked death thus display types of ‘certain death’ (Zelizer, 2012), but rather than 
showing people shortly before their death, here dead people are actually displayed.  
 Contorted death: Finally, contorted death includes the most graphic images from 
Haiti. Here, twisted masses of bodies, often at make-shift morgues, are shown. Bodies 
are lying on top of each other in the street or in mass graves. Arguably, these images 
are steeped in the tradition of Holocaust images (Buettner, 2011; Zelizer, 1998). 
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Included here were images in which corpses are manhandled in that they are either 
loaded onto bulldozers or thrown onto piles of other bodies.  
 
A total number of 149 images were analysed by the two coders applying the Graphic 
Image Content Scale (GICS) across the 32 newspapers in the sample. The inter-coder 
reliability test for the five categories resulted in a Krippendorff’s alpha score of .926, 
indicating strong agreement between coders.  
 
Results 
Between them, the 32 newspapers published a total of 1954 images from the Haiti 
earthquake. Of those, only 149 images, or 7.6 percent, actually displayed death in some form 
(Table 1). 
 
--- Insert Table 1 around here --- 
 
A small difference existed between tabloids and broadsheets overall, with tabloids 
showing a slightly larger number and percentage of death images than broadsheets. The 
differences are not statistically significant, however. In terms of countries, the lowest 
percentages existed in Austria, Canada and Belgium, while Britain, Switzerland and Germany 
displayed the highest amount of death imagery as a proportion of images overall. The highest 
national averages for tabloids existed in Canada and Britain, while the lowest was in the US. 
For broadsheets, Austria did not show any images of death, while the highest percentage 
came from Switzerland. Further inspection of Table 1 shows, however, some marked 
differences within individual countries in terms of the absolute number of images displayed. 
In Austria, for example, broadsheets did not show any images of death, while the tabloids 
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showed a total of 10. This trend was similar in Canada (12 images in tabloids versus five in 
broadsheets), Germany (14 versus six), Norway (13 versus eight) and Switzerland (Nine 
versus five). However, in Britain and the US, tabloids published much less death imagery –
nine in Britain (Broadsheets: 17) and five in the US (Broadsheets: 14). 
Blood – often considered to add a sensational element to images – was visible in 16 
death images overall (10.7 percent). Images displaying blood accounted for 12.2 percent of 
tabloid death images, while making up 8.9 percent of broadsheet death images. The looting 
deaths which occurred a few days after the earthquake added another dimension to the Haiti 
tragedy because agency was changed – now it was humans doing the killing rather than 
Mother Nature, with such images tending to fall into the more graphic categories of the 
GICS. Murder, a popular realm of tabloids and marker of sensationalism entered the 
equation. Overall, tabloids displayed more such images (14.6 percent of death images) than 
broadsheets (10.4 percent), yet no broadsheets outside of Britain, Canada and the US 
displayed any images of looting deaths.  
The prominence of an image can be ascertained from its placement on a page. Here, 
tabloids were more likely to place death as the primary image (47.6 percent of death images), 
as opposed to 40.3 percent in broadsheets. This is not a statistically significant difference, 
however. Again, placements differed quite markedly between countries, with the most 
prominent coverage in the US (57.9 percent) and Canada (52.9 percent), while British (34.6 
percent), German (35 percent) and Belgian (36.4 percent) newspapers were more restrained.  
 
Image content 
The analysis using the Graphic Image Content Scale (GICS) shows the vast differences in the 
extent of gruesome images between the eight countries, as well as between tabloids and 
broadsheets (Table 2).  
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--- Insert Table 2 around here --- 
 
The most common category overall was fractional death, with every third image 
indicating death through individual body parts or from a far distance. However, contorted 
death was evident in 22.1 percent of images, demonstrating that gruesome images were quite 
prominent. The least common category was masked death, which was present in only 11.4 
percent of images. 
Tabloids displayed more gruesome images than broadsheets, with a chi-square 
analysis showing a statistically significant difference, χ2(4, N=149)=16.473, p=.002. 
Cramer’s V=.333 indicated a medium-sized effect. Contorted death – the most gruesome 
category – was shown in almost one-third of tabloid images, but in only 13.4 percent of 
broadsheet images. Unveiled death made up a further 23.2 percent in tabloids, while only 
accounting for 9.0 percent of broadsheet images. Thus, more than half of all tabloid images of 
death showed either unveiled or contorted death while less than one-quarter of broadsheet 
images did so. In contrast, almost two-thirds (65.7 percent) of broadsheet images showed 
implied or fractional death (Tabloids: 36.6 percent). When the GICS is used as an ordinal 
(ranked) variable, a Mann-Whitney U Test, which allows comparison of two independent 
samples of ordinal data, lets us compare tabloids and broadsheets more appropriately in terms 
of the degree of graphicness. The test shows a significant difference, with tabloids more 
highly ranked (Mean Rank=87.00, n=82) than broadsheets (Mean Rank=60.31, n=67), 
U=1763.000, z=-3.864 (corrected for ties), p<.001, two-tailed, a ‘medium’ effect (r=.32). 
A Kruskal-Wallis Test of mean ranks also shows that on the country-level Germany 
displays the most graphic imagery, followed by Austria, Belgium and Switzerland (see Table 
3). The least graphic imagery is displayed in the United States, Canada, Norway and Britain. 
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--- Insert Table 3 around here --- 
 
These overall figures mask some very important differences within individual 
countries, however. Some countries’ tabloids displayed a much larger percentage of 
gruesome images than their broadsheets, but in other countries these differences are not so 
distinct. For example, in Germany, 68.5 percent of tabloids’ death images showed unveiled or 
contorted death, as opposed to German broadsheets, which showed no such images at all. 
Similarly, Austrian broadsheets showed no death images, while tabloids showed 10 in total, 
40 percent of which displayed contorted death. In Norway, just over half of tabloid images 
showed unveiled or contorted death, while only one broadsheet image (12.5 percent) did so. 
Belgium and Switzerland followed a similar trend.  
In Britain, Canada and the US, however, the dominance of gruesome photographs in 
tabloids was not as pronounced. In Canada, broadsheets actually displayed a slightly higher 
percentage of unveiled or contorted death, while in Britain the level of imagery was similar in 
both types of publications. In the US, 40 percent of tabloid images showed the two most 
gruesome categories of death, while 21.4 percent of broadsheets did. Further, Britain and the 
US are the only two countries in which broadsheets displayed more images of unveiled and 
contorted death combined. UK broadsheets published five in total, while tabloids only 
displayed three. In the US, there were three in broadsheets against two in tabloids. A Kruskal-
Wallis Test shows a rough order in terms of the level of graphic death imagery in the 
respective types of publications by country (Table 4). 
 
--- Insert Table 4 around here --- 
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Thus, German tabloids clearly provided the most sensationalist coverage of death in 
Haiti, followed by Swiss, Belgian, Norwegian and Austrian tabloids. UK tabloids – widely 
regarded as being particularly sensationalist – surprisingly rank in only sixth position. 
Canadian and US tabloids rank even lower than some of the broadsheets included in the 
sample. Demonstrating the wide gulf that exists between tabloids and broadsheets particularly 
in Germany, Switzerland and Norway, broadsheets in those countries were the most 
restrained in their coverage. It must be pointed out here that because the analysis is restricted 
to one event, overall numbers are low and statistical tests therefore somewhat difficult. 
Mann-Whitney U Tests do not show any significant discrepancies between tabloids and 
broadsheets in most countries, except in Germany and Norway, where tabloids were 
significantly more graphic than broadsheets (Germany: U=7.500, p<.01; Norway: U=20.000, 
p<.05).  
Considerable variance exists in the tabloid/broadsheet divide when examining 
countries along their membership of Hallin and Mancini’s (2004) media models. A Mann-
Whitney U-Test shows that in Democratic Corporatist countries tabloids (Mean Rank=51.71, 
n=56) displayed a significantly higher amount of graphic imagery than broadsheets (Mean 
Rank=30.06, n=31), U=436.00, z=-3.937 (corrected for ties), p<.001, two-tailed, a medium-
to-large effect (r=.42). For the Liberal countries, no significant difference exists between 
tabloids and broadsheets. Democratic Corporatist tabloids were, however, significantly more 
graphic than both Liberal tabloids (U=478.500, z=-2.563 (corrected for ties), p<.05) and 
Liberal broadsheets (U=583.000, z=-3.488 (corrected for ties), p<.001). There were no 
statistically significant differences in terms of mean ranks between Democratic Corporatist 
broadsheets and Liberal tabloids or broadsheets. As a trend, however, Democratic Corporatist 
broadsheets were less graphic than their counterparts from Liberal countries.  
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Discussion 
Newspapers across Western Europe and North America are reluctant to visualize the end of 
life, with only 7.6 percent of images overall displaying death a finding comparable to past 
research (Fahmy and Kim, 2008; Hanusch, 2008; Silcock et al., 2008). This study also 
broadly supports the argument that tabloids are more sensationalist than broadsheets in their 
coverage. Tabloids as a group printing a larger number of death images than broadsheets, and 
the analysis of image content confirmed that these images were more gruesome.  
However, the degree of graphic imagery varies markedly, both between and within 
countries. While broadsheets in all countries were more restrained than tabloids in showing 
gruesome images, the differences were least pronounced in Britain and the US. Here, 
broadsheets actually showed more death overall than tabloids, confirming, in the case of the 
US, Fishman’s (2001) earlier findings. Belgium was the only other country in which 
broadsheets displayed more images of death, but here the difference was minor. In addition, 
the graphicness of British, Canadian and US tabloids as measured by the GICS was less 
pronounced than that of their counterparts in Democratic Corporatist countries. Further, in the 
three Liberal countries there was particularly little difference between tabloids and 
broadsheets, while tabloids in Germany and Norway were significantly more explicit than 
broadsheets.  
Why may this large gulf exist especially in Germany and Norway, and to a slightly 
lesser degree in Austria and Switzerland, while it is non-existent in Britain and US? One part 
of the answer may lie in the different market conditions and tabloidization processes in those 
countries. As pointed out previously, evidence has shown that tabloidization has not been as 
evident in Germany compared to the Anglo-Saxon countries (Esser, 1999). As tabloidization 
suggests a convergence of tabloid and broadsheet news values, one can expect newspapers to 
cover events in more similar ways, including visually. In Germany and Norway, however, a 
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more widely accepted segmentation of the market still exists, and broadsheets may more 
consciously refrain from sensationalist coverage because journalists still accept publication 
taboos which their British and US counterparts no longer recognize (Esser, 1999: 312). Hallin 
and Mancini (2004) point out that tabloids in Democratic Corporatist countries are not as 
central to the newspaper market as they are in Britain, with broadsheets and local papers 
generally achieving a higher circulation on average and many readers buying both a tabloid 
and a broadsheet. Average circulation figures are typically also higher in those countries than 
in Canada and the US, and even Britain. The lower competition between tabloids and 
broadsheet in the Democratic Corporatist countries may thus result in a more conscious 
separation of news coverage.  
At the same time, it must be pointed out that even British and US broadsheets 
generally shy away from showing graphic images (Fishman, 2003), and the results here 
support this, with no statistically significant differences found between Liberal and 
Democratic Corporatist broadsheets. A common reasoning by Canadian and US journalists 
for showing graphic imagery in the context of the Haiti earthquake was that journalists have a 
responsibility to show the reality of the disaster – a reasoning also noted by Australian 
journalists (Hanusch, 2008). When asked why his paper had printed a photo of a man being 
beaten and set alight by a lynch mob in the days following the earthquake, Toronto Star 
editor Michael Cooke said he was a ‘firm believer that the public has a right to know, and in 
this case the right to see, the best and worst of what people are capable of’ (cited in English, 
2010). New York Times public editor Clark Hoyt (2010) noted while many readers had been 
outraged at the paper’s display of graphic images, others had been grateful as they confronted 
them with the truth.  
Democratic Corporatist broadsheets still displayed a stronger tendency to censor 
graphic images than their Liberal counterparts. This is somewhat in line with evidence that 
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German journalists had a stronger aversion to graphic imagery than their Australian 
counterparts, with cultural differences seen as partly responsible (Hanusch, 2008). 
Considering Australia is much closer to Britain and the US culturally, a similar consideration 
may apply here. Nevertheless, the relative convergence of tabloid and broadsheet coverage in 
Britain, Canada and the US does not mean that broadsheets are completely following a 
tabloid, sensationalized coverage. Tabloids in these countries actually displayed less graphic 
imagery themselves, so that the two types of newspapers met somewhere in the middle. In the 
Democratic Corporatist countries, on the other hand, the gulf was extremely wide, with 
tabloids extremely graphic in their coverage. More broadly, these findings shed light on the 
limitations of Hallin and Mancini’s (2004) media systems typology. It appears that 
sometimes within-country differences are as, if not more important than between-country 
differences, lending support to Norris’ (2009) critique of existing media systems research and 
the difficulty of comparing increasingly complex media landscapes. 
The findings here also demonstrate the complexity involved in studying news imagery 
of death and dying. As Zelizer (2010: 22) has argued, graphicness is ‘a moveable, 
serviceable, and debatable convention, dependent on those who invoke it and for which aim’. 
Contrary to popular belief, British tabloids examined here were not the most sensationalist, 
but actually rather restrained. This was also the case in Canada and the US. In the northern 
European countries of Austria, Germany, Norway and Switzerland, however, tabloids were 
much more gruesome than broadsheets. The findings suggest that tabloidization may not 
simply be a case of broadsheets employing tabloid styles of coverage, but also tabloids 
adopting broadsheet styles – a meeting in the middle of sorts, which supports the notion that 
tabloidization should not be considered a static concept (Uribe and Gunter, 2004). 
This study did not attempt to pass judgment on which approach in terms of graphic 
imagery is the best, or the broader ethics of photojournalism. These are topics that have been 
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debated at length elsewhere (Chouliaraki, 2006; Keith et al., 2006; Moeller, 1999; Taylor, 
1998, Sontag, 2003), and the purpose of this analysis was merely to make an empirical 
contribution that may inform such discussions. As the scholarly literature and journalistic 
debates show, there are arguments both for and against graphic imagery in the news. And 
despite the intensity of some of the debates, we still know very little about the ways in which 
such imagery actually affects readers (Hanusch, 2010).  
Because this paper is based on the results of only one event, there are obvious 
limitations which should be addressed in future studies. As much can depend on the 
circumstances of individual events, the trends identified here require replication, in particular 
in other types of disasters and in differing cultural contexts. Similarly, the fact this was a 
foreign news event may have impacted decision-making processes in regard to graphic 
images. There is a widely-held view and some empirical evidence to suggest that foreign 
deaths are generally covered in more graphic ways than domestic ones (Hanusch, 2010: 41-
5). For example, tabloids, which typically cover less foreign news than broadsheets, may 
simply not have covered the Haiti earthquake in as much graphic detail in some countries 
because they didn’t deem the event as significant enough. Thus, a more representative study 
covering all types of death is required. This would also require more comparative in-depth 
studies of the journalists making those decisions. At the same time, as Esser (1999) rightly 
points out, time analyses are crucial when investigating tabloidization. This is also true for 
studying the presence of death images. Fishman’s (2001) analysis has suggested a slow 
increase in corpse images over time, particularly in US broadsheets, and future studies should 
investigate these trends across cultures. 
Much remains to be done in order to attain a more comprehensive and representative 
picture of the ways in which news media deal with graphic imagery. This study has shed 
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some light on the complex ways in which tabloids and broadsheets visualize death from a 
disaster, and it is hoped it can pave the way for further cross-national approaches.  
 
 
Notes 
1 The paper uses the terms of tabloid/broadsheet rather than the loaded terminology of 
‘quality’ or ‘serious’ press which seems to imply those are inherently better than the 
‘popular’ press. 
2 In the following list, the first two newspapers for each country represent broadsheets 
while the last two represent tabloids. 
3 Translation of some captions in Dutch and Norwegian was aided by online 
dictionaries. Complete translations were not required as the author was solely 
interested in determining whether captions stated if a person in a photograph was dead 
or not. 
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Table 1: Amount and prominence of images 
 
   
Images 
of death 
Total 
number 
of images 
Percent 
Death 
Images 
related 
to 
looting 
Death 
images 
displaying 
blood 
Average 
size of 
image of 
death  
Primary 
images 
on page 
Austria     
Tabloid  10  154  6.5%  2  2  19.08%  50.0% 
Broadsheet  0  52  0%  0  0  0  0.0% 
Total  10  206  4.9%  2  2  19.08%  50.0% 
Belgium     
Tabloid  10  186  5.4%  1  1  15.65%  30.0% 
Broadsheet  12  144  8.3%  0  0  17.23%  41.7% 
Total  22  330  6.7%  1  1  16.51%  36.4% 
Canada     
Tabloid  12  87  13.8%  2  1  30.80%  58.3% 
Broadsheet  5  239  2.1%  1  0  11.80%  40.0% 
Total  17  326  5.2%  3  1  33.01%  52.9% 
Germany     
Tabloid  14  159  8.8%  2  1  12.30%  35.7% 
Broadsheet  6  65  9.2%  0  0  8.85%  33.3% 
Total  20  224  8.9%  2  1  11.26%  35.0% 
Norway     
Tabloid  13  120  10.8%  1  2  51.19%  53.8% 
Broadsheet  8  122  6.6%  0  0  19.52%  37.5% 
Total  21  242  8.7%  1  2  39.12%  47.6% 
Switzerland     
Tabloid  9  95  9.5%  1  1  14.68%  33.3% 
Broadsheet  5  43  11.6%  0  1  17.66%  80.0% 
Total  14  138  10.1%  1  2  15.75%  50.0% 
United Kingdom     
Tabloid  9  76  11.8%  3  2  14.47%  44.4% 
Broadsheet  17  160  10.6%  4  5  16.92%  29.4% 
Total  26  236  11.0%  7  7  16.07%  34.6% 
United States     
Tabloid  5  97  5.2%  0  0  63.50%  100.0% 
Broadsheet  14  155  9.0%  2  0  15.30%  42.9% 
Total  19  252  7.5%  2  0  27.98%  57.9% 
Overall     
Tabloid  82  974  8.4%  12  10  26.03%  47.6% 
Broadsheet  67  980  6.8%  7  6  15.90%  40.3% 
Total  149  1954  7.6%  19  16  22.78%  44.3% 
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Table 2: Images on the Graphic Image Content Scale 
 
    Implied  Fractional  Masked  Unveiled  Contorted  Total 
Austria 
Tabloid  2  20%  1  10%  3  30%  0  0%  4  40%  10 
Broadsheet  0  0%  0  0%  0  0%  0  0%  0  0%  0 
Total  2  20%  1  10%  3  30%  0  0%  4  40%  10 
Belgium 
Tabloid  0  0%  4  40%  1  10%  3  30%  2  20%  10 
Broadsheet  1  8.3%  6  50%  2  16.7%  0  0%  3  25%  12 
Total  1  4.5%  10  45.5%  3  13.6%  3  13.6%  5  22.7%  22 
Canada 
Tabloid  2  16.7%  6  50.0%  0  0%  2  16.7%  2  16.7%  12 
Broadsheet  2  40%  1  20.0%  0  0%  1  20.0%  1  20.0%  5 
Total  4  23.5%  7  41.2%  0  0%  3  17.6%  3  17.6%  17 
Germany 
Tabloid  0  0%  2  14.3%  1  7.1%  3  21.4%  8  57.1%  14 
Broadsheet  0  0%  5  83.3%  1  16.7%  0  0%  0  0%  6 
Total  0  0%  7  35%  2  10%  3  15%  8  40%  20 
Norway 
Tabloid  1  7.7%  3  23.1%  2  15.4%  4  30.8%  3  23.1%  13 
Broadsheet  4  50%  2  25%  1  12.5%  1  12.5%  0  0%  8 
Total  5  23.8%  5  23.8%  3  14.3%  5  23.8%  3  14.3%  21 
Switzerland 
Tabloid  1  11.1%  1  11.1%  0  0%  4  44.4%  3  33.3%  9 
Broadsheet  3  60%  1  20%  0  0%  0  0%  1  20%  5 
Total  4  28.6%  2  14.3%  0  0%  4  28.6%  4  28.6%  14 
United Kingdom 
Tabloid  1  11.1%  3  33.3%  2  22.2%  2  22.2%  1  11.1%  9 
Broadsheet  3  17.6%  6  35.3%  3  17.6%  2  11.8%  3  17.6%  17 
Total  4  15.4%  9  34.6%  5  19.2%  4  15.4%  4  15.4%  26 
United States 
Tabloid  1  20%  2  40%  0  0%  1  20%  1  20%  5 
Broadsheet  5  35.7%  5  35.7%  1  7.1%  2  14.3%  1  7.1%  14 
Total  6  31.6%  7  36.8%  1  5.3%  3  15.8%  2  10.5%  19 
Overall 
Tabloid  18  9.8%  22  26.8%  9  11.0%  19  23.2%  24  29.3%  82 
Broadsheet  18  26.9%  26  38.8%  8  11.9%  6  9.0%  9  13.4%  67 
Total  26  17.4%  48  32.2%  17 11.4%  25  16.8%  33  22.1%  149 
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Table 3: Differences between countries in mean ranks 
N  Mean Rank 
Germany  20  94.78 
Austria  10  85.85 
Belgium  22  79.30 
Switzerland  14  78.79 
United Kingdom  26  71.98 
Norway  21  70.86 
Canada  17  65.79 
United States  19  57.66 
Total  149 
H(7)=9.870, N=149, p=.196 
 
 
Table 4: Differences between countries and types of publications by mean rank 
N  Mean Rank 
Germany ‐ Tabloid  14  111.43 
Switzerland ‐ Tabloid  9  97.67 
Norway ‐ Tabloid  13  88.15 
Belgium ‐ Tabloid  10  86.30 
Austria ‐ Tabloid  10  85.85 
UK ‐ Tabloid  9  74.67 
Belgium ‐ Broadsheet  12  73.46 
UK ‐ Broadsheet  17  70.56 
US ‐ Tabloid  5  70.30 
Canada ‐ Tabloid  12  67.00 
Canada ‐ Broadsheet  5  62.90 
Germany ‐ Broadsheet  6  55.92 
US ‐ Broadsheet  14  53.14 
Switzerland ‐ Broadsheet  5  44.80 
Norway ‐ Broadsheet  8  42.75 
Total  149 
H(14)=29.361, N=149, p<.01 
 
NB: Austrian broadsheets did not display any images of death and therefore do not appear in 
this list. 
